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“What’s My 
Motivation?” 
QJ MARTIN 

You’ve heard that it can happen. You know 
people who have experienced it, and they say 
it was the greatest experience ever. They were 
writing a novel, and they said an entire 
section, if not the whole thing, wrote itself. 

So what’s the secret to being able to experience this amazing 
occurrence in your own writing? Is there one single thing that, if it 
exists, will cause everything else to fall in line with minimal 
interference from you, its author? 

Perhaps you might think of having a setting. If you’re in a galaxy 
far, far away, the story will just write itself. But will it? Well, why are the people shooting at the other 
people and trying to destroy their big space ship? See, now you have to start asking yourself 
questions, rather than writing your adventure. 

Perhaps you might think that you just need to zoom in on the setting, focusing on something more 
specific. If you choose to write about the American Civil War, then the story will just write itself. But 
will it? Is your main character going to be in the North, or are they going to be in the South? Are 
there going to be major characters on both sides, or will neither side feature a primary 
character? Will the story focus on civilians, casualties, or other nations during this tumultuous time 
in the history of the United States of America? 
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Perhaps you might think that you need to have your characters 
established. If you know you’re going to be writing about a super-
powered mutant, then some aspects of your plot might begin to 
fall in place. Honestly, I believe you’d be on the right track. 

The specific answer, in my mind, is character motivation. When 
you know what your character wants and why they want it, then 
you’re in a great position to watch the events of your story unfold 
before your eyes. 

The Rebels want freedom from oppression, and thus, they attack 
the Empire with the goal of toppling it. The Empire wants 
complete and total dominance, and thus, they build a weapon that 
is capable of destroying an entire planet in a single blast. The 
Rebels don’t want to die, so they attempt to destroy said weapon. 

A character that doesn’t want anything isn’t going to do anything, 
and a character that doesn’t do anything is boring. 

If I was a tiny gardener in my own little slice of paradise, I 
wouldn’t go on a year-long journey into hell for no good reason. 
But if my best friend is making that journey, because doing so 
means that the entire world will be saved from evil, then I would 
go too, both to help stop that evil, and, more importantly, to help 
my friend stay safe. 

As long as you know what your characters want, even if you know 
nothing else, you’re ready to write a novel. In fact, why don’t you 
develop two characters on the fly, right now. Give them both 
opposite motivations. Make it impossible for both of them to be 
simultaneously successful, and see what happens. I bet the result 
will be a fun, enjoyable, exciting story. 

Prologues—A Kiss of Death? 
QJ MARTIN 

There is a sort of stigma in the writing community, especially in 
certain circles, when it comes to prologues. We can probably 
postulate that the premise of this pre-plot problem is, put simply, 
that prologues are a bait-and-switch. 

Most writers agree that a novel must begin with a “hook,” 
something that hooks the reader’s attention and makes them want 
to read more. The issue comes when the beginning of your novel 
is, simply put, not that interesting.  

(Continued on page 4.) 
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Add To Your 
Vocabulary

Evaluate 

Verb 

To determine the 
significance, worth, or 
condition of, usually by 
careful appraisal and 
study.

Cartographer  

Noun 

A person who draws or 
produces maps.

Discomfort  

noun 

Mental or physical 
uneasiness; slight pain.
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Developing Your Character 
Basic Information > Name 

QJ MARTIN 

Why was he given his name? 
While some characters’ names may be chosen for the 
reasons listed in last week’s issue of The Writer’s 
Everything, other characters’ names may actually 
turn out to be integral to the plot of the story itself. In 
Star Wars VII: The Force Awakens, Ben Solo is so 
named because of his parents’ relationship with Ben 
Kenobi. In A Song of Ice and Fire, bastards receive a 
last name based on where they live. Jon Snow’s name 
indicates that he was an illegitimate child from a 
family in the north. 

This is even more common in prequels, where we’re already familiar with the characters’ names, 
and now the story is offering us a moment of fan service to explain how they received those iconic 
names. In Star Trek, we see that James Tiberius Kirk is named after the fathers of both of his 
parents. In Solo: A Star Wars Story, we see that Han Solo receives his name because he is alone, 
without anyone to claim as his family. 

Does he like his name? 
• WHY OR WHY NOT? 

Most characters have their names chosen for them at a young age, if not at birth. Needless to say, 
not every character likes his own name. Some even go as far as to make a deliberate effort to 
convince their friends and acquaintances to call them by different names. In Tangled, the main 
character chooses to go by Flynn Rider because he thinks that his given name, Eugene, doesn’t 
sound cool. In the Indiana Jones series, the main character goes by the nickname Indiana because 
he likes it better than his given name, Henry Walton Jones. 

Does he have any aliases? 
• IF SO, WHY? 

At times, characters are known by aliases, either in place of, or to a greater extent than, their actual 
names. In The Lord of the Rings, the innkeeper doesn't know Aragorn's actual name, yet he knows 
that people call him Strider. In the DC universe, both Bruce Wayne and Batman are equally well-
known names, but few people are aware of the fact that Batman is actually Bruce's crime-fighting 
alter-ego.  

There are usually reasons why characters are known by aliases. In the DC universe, Bruce Wayne 
goes by Batman in order to hide his identity and to protect the people he loves. In Star Wars IV: A 
New Hope, Obi-Wan Kenobi goes by Ben so that he won’t be outed as the infamous Jedi. In The 
Lego Movie, Wyldstyle changes her name at regular intervals because of her own insecurities.  
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To solve that issue, many writers begin their 
novels with a prologue, something fast-paced 
and exciting, to serve as the hook of the novel. 
However, many readers believe that this is a bit 
of a cheat. They think that you're using 
characters and settings and time periods that 
may potentially never appear again to convince 
your reader to keep turning pages past your 
boring first chapter. 

So the question is, are prologues truly as 
malevolent as some writers feel they are? Are 
they a kiss of death for your story? 

The Power of Prologues 
Like with any other suggestion, there are nuggets 
of wisdom found in the suggestion to avoid 
prologues. You do, in fact, run the risk of 
disappointing your readers.  

What if the characters that you are following are 
more interesting than your main characters? In 
that case, your reader will be disappointed when 
the switch is made. 

What if the characters that you are following are 
less interesting than your main characters? In 
that case, your reader will probably be rather 
disappointed in the prologue anyway. 

The same can be said for plot and setting. And 
thus, you can see the conundrum we as writers 
have in this regard. But I don't think we should 
shy away from including prologues. Prologues 
can serve one of two purposes, and I believe they 
must if we are to include them in the opening of 
our stories. 

Setting The Tone 
Picture yourself in a large theater. There's a soda 
in your left hand, a bag of popcorn in your right, 
and above you, the lights are rapidly dimming. 
The musical score of the film you're there to 
watch reaches a crescendo. We pan down. 
There's a planet. We zoom in. The main 
character is with his uncle, who is walking 
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Writing 
Definitions

Main Character 

The main character is the central character 
through whom you experience the story. 
They are present at major events and are 
affected by them.

Major Character 

A major character is a character whose 
presence is necessary for the progression 
of the story. POV (point-of-view) characters 
are generally major characters.

Primary Character 

Characters who have major roles in the 
story. They can include the main character, 
the protagonist, antagonist, villain, and any 
character who has a POV in the story.

Prologue 

A section of your novel that is placed 
before your main story, that generally 
occurs before your main story, and that is 
about separate but related events.

Prose (Correction to #001) 

A communication style utilizing the natural 
flow of speech, rather than rhythmic 
structure of poetry.
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around a pawn shop, looking through their collection of droids. 

He reminds his uncle that the droid they select needs to speak Bocce. His uncle selects the 
appropriate droids and tells him to clean them up. He wines that he was going to go to the store to 
buy power converters. 

Is this an interesting scene? No, not in the slightest. Yet it's still necessary for establishing Tatooine 
as a setting, and Luke as a character who is going to develop in a clear arc throughout the rest of the 
story. 

So how do you hook your viewers (readers), if the essential establishing scenes are so bland and 
ordinary, as they often are? 

You include a prologue that sets the tone for the rest of the story. Instead of going straight to the 
planet, open with a tiny spaceship being pummeled by an immense Star Destroyer. Have a shootout, 
then have a looming, dark, evil knight walk through the destruction. 

Does this scene provide us with our main 
character? No. Does this scene provide us with 
our setting? No. Would the story still have been 
comprehensible without this prologue? 

I'd argue that it would. Our knowledge of events 
would be stripped down, becoming equal to that 
of both Luke and Han, and thus, we would still 
learn everything as they learn it. 

So what is the purpose of this opening? Simply 
put, it's to set the tone. It helps us to see that 

this is going to be an epic space adventure, that it's going to be a story of good versus evil, of the weak 
opposing the strong, and that there's going to be a lot of exciting action scenes in this story. 

If Star Wars IV: A New Hope did not take place in space, if it did not feature good versus evil, if there 
wasn't a single dogfight or laser-gun fight in the film, then its would have been that dreaded bait-and-
switch of which we referred to earlier. 

Simply put, though, there are few, if not none at all, who would have a problem with this prologue the 
way it was presented in the movie. It hooked us with the promise of what we could expect in that film, 
and then it made good on that promise. 

Providing Backstory 
You go back to that same theater the next week. Last week's film got you really pumped up. You're 
looking forward to this next epic movie. The lights dim yet again, and the logo crosses the screen, 
accompanied by the soft ringing of the string section of the orchestra. 

Then strange, short characters appear on the screen, drinking ale and lallygagging around. They're 
shushed, and an equally short, old man walks up onto the podium in front of them and gives a little 
speech about turning one hundred and eleven years old. 

 5



OCTOBER 28, 2019 © 2019 BY QJ MARTIN ISSUE #002

Is this an interesting scene? It has the potential to be, but it's not inherently interesting on its own. 

After all, we don't know who these characters are. We don't know why they are the focus of this story, 
and we have no idea what the main conflict of the plot will be. So how do you make sure that the 
viewers (readers) know what's going on, know what's at stake, and are ready to be fully immersed in 
this second world? 

You include a prologue that establishes the concept of this world, the struggles that the characters 
may be confronted with, and even background information about the characters themselves. 

This is nowhere as necessary as it is in the sci-fi and fantasy genres. 

Of course, prologues that are nothing but pure exposition dumps can be weak and undesirable in 
themselves. At times, writers may choose to circumvent this issue by creating a main character who 
serves the function of the curious audience. However, that has the potential to be just as clunky. Not 
every story can have a character who is so purely ignorant of the goings-on of their world without the 
occasional narrative hiccup. 

But a prologue done well can serve to give us the backstory and information that we need to be able 
to comprehend what is going on in the story, so that we can watch the film (read the book) 
unhindered by a lack of knowledge. 

Once again, if the story of The Lord of the Rings did not revolve around elves, dwarves, and humans 
opposing a dark personification of evil, if the main characters weren't hobbits, and if their 
characteristics were not essential to the advancement of the plot, then its opening prologues would 
have been bait-and-switch.  

But how many people did not enjoy 
the opening of The Fellowship of 
the Ring? How many people 
thought it was false advertising? 
Conversely, how many people 
would have had no idea what was 
going on if they were not offered 
this backstory to Middle-Earth, its 
various races, its oppressive villain, 
and the hobbits themselves? 

There are plenty of ways to write 
p o o r l y e x e c u t e d p r o l o g u e s . 
However, rather than vilifying 
prologues outright, I believe that 

our focus should be on identifying when they may be necessary, and what the elements of a great 
prologue are, so that if a prologue would be beneficial to our story, we do it the greatest justice 
possible. 

No, prologues aren't a kiss of death. Rather, like every other aspect of writing, they require training 
and finesse. So go write yourself a prologue. Find out how it affects the opening of your story. And 
don't be afraid to go against the grain.
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